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Two studies released in recent weeks raise concerns about levels of air contamination and water
pollution along the Texas-Mexico border. One study, conducted by the Texas State Comptroller's
Office, showed a high rate of air pollution in three cities that are major crossings between the US
and Mexico: El Paso, Brownsville, and Laredo. The second study, meanwhile, is proving extremely
controversial, since it suggests that concerns about pollution levels on the Rio Grande have been
overstated. This study released by a binational group of US and Mexican government agencies
was disputed by a some environmental groups, which cited ample evidence that industrial and
municipal discharges have severely contaminated the river.
The Texas study on air pollution, released on Sept. 15, indicated that rapid industrial and population
growth combined with a lack of bridges, roads, and other infrastructure has significantly increased
air pollution in the three US-Mexico border crossings of El Paso-Ciudad Juarez; BrownsvilleMatamoros; and Laredo-Nuevo Laredo over the past 10 years.
According to the study, the El Paso metropolitan area had the highest rate of air pollution in Texas
because of heavy vehicle traffic and industrial emissions, El Paso is the only city in Texas to fail
three of the six national standards for air pollution because of the high concentrations of ozone and
carbon monoxide. The report noted that the population of El Paso-Juarez has grown to 1.3 million
inhabitants, in part due to the high number of maquiladora plants located in Ciudad Juarez.
In Brownsville, the study said the most significant problem is a lack of infrastructure to match the
rapid growth in commercial traffic and the area's exploding population. In fact, the study said the
population in Matamoros has increased by 41% over the past 10 years to about 266,000 residents
by 1993. As was the case in Ciudad Juarez, the population growth was attributed to the increase in
maquiladora plants. The report said plans to construct another bridge in Brownsville-Matamoros
could help ease some of the traffic problems, but most of the funding for infrastructure in the area
has been channeled toward enlarging water transportation capabilities in Brownsville.
In Laredo-Nuevo Laredo, a lack of infrastructure for the increased commercial traffic was cited as
the most significant problem. In fact, the report noted that Laredo handled more than half of the
US exports by land to Mexico during 1993. Moreover, another huge increase in daily two-way traffic
through Laredo-Nuevo Laredo is expected between now and the year 2000 due to expanded trade
under NAFTA, forcing local authorities to begin construction on new bridges and roads in the area.

Pollution in Rio Grande a concern
Meantime, the binational study on pollution levels in the Rio Grande, conducted over the last two
years, suggested that the river as a whole is not as polluted as originally suspected. Researchers
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conducting the study took samples at 45 river sites from El Paso to Brownsville, Texas, to determine
the levels of 150 toxic chemicals. Among the US agencies participating in the study were the US
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the US Fisheries and Wildlife Commission, and the Texas
Natural Resources Conservation Commission.
The study was also sponsored by Mexico's Environmental Attorney General's Office (Procuraduria
Federal de Proteccion al Medio Ambiente, PFPMA) and the National Environmental Institute
(Instituto Nacional de Ecologia, INE). The binational US-Mexico International Boundary and Water
Commission also sponsored the study. The findings showed that the chemicals, while present, were
not concentrated enough to violate established state and federal standards. The study did not test
for presence of bacteria or other harmful microorganisms. The report did identify five sites along the
river with moderate to high probability of toxic contamination: El Paso- Juarez; Eagle Pass-Piedras
Negras; Laredo-Nuevo Laredo; and two locations in the Rio Grande Valley.
In an interview with the El Paso Times, EPA regional official Myron Knudson cautioned against
interpreting the results of the study to mean that the Rio Grande is "a healthy river." He said federal
agencies on both sides of the border will continue to place high priority on cleanup efforts. On the
other hand, the assessment that the river is "less polluted than expected" attracted a large outcry
from environmental groups along the US-Mexico border.
Richard Boren, representative of the US-based International Environmental Alliance, told reporters
in El Paso that the study was designed to deflect scrutiny of the high levels of industrial pollution
released daily into the river and justify continued industrial growth along the Rio Grande corridor.
According to Boren, in addition to the large number of pollutants released by industry along the
Rio Grande corridor, the river is also contaminated by pesticides used by agricultural producers
in southern New Mexico, by wastes released by oil refineries in El Paso, and by the release of
municipal waste by various communities along the river.
For her part, Mary Kelly, director of the non-profit Texas Center for Policy Studies criticized the
study because researchers failed to specify steps needed to clean up the river and the source of the
funding for this clean-up. Neither of the two studies made a specific mention of the parallel accord
on the environment negotiated as an appendage to the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA). That accord was created to help address the environmental problems caused by an
increase in cross-border commerce. In fact, among the arguments presented by US environmental
groups that opposed NAFTA during the debate in the US Congress in late 1993 were concerns that
heavy industrial pollution along the US-Mexico border could worsen in the area. Indeed, an article
in the New York Times on Oct. 17 noted that the NAFTA side agreement on the environment has so
far shown virtually no results because the two agencies created to set environmental policy and fund
infrastructure projects for the US-Mexico border region have been inactive.
The two NAFTA agencies the Border Environmental Cooperation Commission (BECC) and
the North American Development Bank (NADBank) have been operating at minimal levels
because of the inability of the US and Mexico to agree on the nationality of the director for each
agency. Nevertheless, according to US Trade Representative Mickey Kantor, the two countries
have finally agreed that a US citizen will head the BECC and a Mexican citizen the NADBank,
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with appointments expected by year-end 1994. In the meantime, the lack of action to address
environmental problems along the US-Mexico border has created concern among several US
environmental groups that supported NAFTA during the debate. "We signed the environmental
side accord and now it's not working," said economist Peter Emerson of the Environmental Defense
Fund, which sided with President Clinton during debates over NAFTA in late 1993. "It makes (us)
look pretty bad."
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